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EDITOR'S NOTES
The Editor is delighted to abdicate the usual space allotted to editorial comment 
in favor of an article, reprinted here by permission, which appeared in the May, 1964 
issue of ACCOUNTANCY, The Journal of the Institute of Chartered Accountants in 
England & Wales. Associate Editor Phyllis E. Peters is to be credited with discovery of 
this imaginative prose and for arranging for its publication here.
SHAKESPEARE WAS AN ACCOUNTANT
Recently published pronouncements on Shakespeare’s Sonnets have missed the point
For me the search began one Sunday morn­
ing when I lay in bed reading an extract, done 
in tasteful colour by a Sunday newspaper, from 
Dr. Leslie Hotson’s Mr. W. H. Reading his 
identification of the Dark Lady of the Sonnets 
as Lucy Morgan of Clerkenwell, I was un­
convinced and, jumping out of bed, consulted 
my volume of Lives of Great Accountants. My 
own suspicions were confirmed. Lucy or Luce 
or Luca was none other than Luca Pacioli, the 
Dark-cowled monk. My mind raced. Could Mr. 
W. H. to whom the Sonnets are dedicated also 
be Luca Pacioli? I thought this likely, assuming 
that “the onlie begetter” was a corruption of 
“the onlie bookkeeper.” I was certain when I 
broke through Shakespeare’s code. Ten letters 
separate W and L, and eight H and P. There­
fore W. H. could only be L P., Luca Pacioli. 
Quickly I contacted a computer bureau and 
arranged for all 154 sonnets to be written into 
punched tape, and then dictated a programme 
designed to throw out all words and phrases 
relating to accountancy.
Waiting for the results of this test, I began 
to muse over the themes in the sonnets. There 
seemed to be two. One block of sonnets is con­
cerned with love. Love for whom? Client? 
Articled clerk? The computer results proved it 
to be the former, and I will detail the reasons 
for this conclusion later. The other dominant 
theme was a dread of declining powers and 
death. This to me meant only one thing. It was 
nothing more than elaborate imagery cloaking 
Shakespeare’s preoccupation with depreciation 
and fixed asset replacement problems.
The computer results, when they arrived, 
confirmed my inspired guess that Shakespeare 
was an accountant. Let me use them to present 
the only definitive picture of Shakespeare’s 
accounting career. (The numbers enclosed in 
brackets are those generally given to the son­
nets.) The Bard begins as a competent profes­
sional accountant, a little arrogant towards his 
assistants (“Till I return, of posting is no need” 
(51)), hard working and with a number of out 
of town clients (“Weary with toil, I haste me to 
my bed/The dear repose for limbs with travel 
tired” (27)), and tolerant towards accounting 
errors (“All men make faults” (35)). Two 
references to “antique pen” and one to “papers, 
yellowed with age” seem to show him recon­
ciled to a staid, humdrum career.
Then at some point, which I would provi­
sionally date as 1599, a mysterious client ap­
pears. At first things go smoothly. The audit 
report given is fulsome—“Fair, kind, and true 
is all my argument/Fair, kind, and true, varying 
to other words” (105). The addition of the 
word “kind” to the usual “true and fair” is 
significant. Eventually, the client decides to go 
public, and Shakespeare acts as reporting ac­
countant. To modern eyes this report may seem 
unduly extravagant and somewhat lacking in 
caution. He begins by confirming his opinion 
shown in previous audit reports (“And all 
things turn to fair that eye can see” (95)), and
(Continued on page 10)
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punchboard equipment. These files represent 
almost limitless possibilities for cross classifica­
tions by subject and selections of geographic 
areas. Census information is available in pub­
lished form regarding agriculture, business, 
housing, manufactures, minerals, population, 
etc.28
2SU.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 
Inventory of Machine Readable Data and Selected Special
Tabulations, 1964, and, Superintendent of Documents,
Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C., Census Pub­
lications
29Kaplan, op. cit., p 78
Compilation of the 1970 census will offer 
even more utility from the data. David L. 
Kaplan, of the Bureau of the Census, writes:
“In both its standard tabulations and the 
special services, the Bureau plans much greater 
utilization of the computer to help the user 
understand what the data mean. Users have 
emphasized that the computer, which has con­
tributed largely to the quantitative expansion 
of decennial census information, should now 
be made to have an analytical impact on 
census results.29”
Clearly, the census is coming of age and the 
accounting profession must contribute talent to 
all levels of the process.
On that ancient Spring day at Mt. Sinai, 
Moses, his brother, Aaron, and the princes of 
the twelve tribes of Israel counted 606,550 
male Israelites. It was quite a feat. When 
Spring comes in 1970 the United States will 
count its entire population with an estimated 
total of over 200,000,000. This, too, will be an 
impressive accomplishment. It will give evi­
dence of a people brilliant in technical prowess 
and, it is hoped, of a republic whose self­
examination will serve toward fulfillment of the 
national potential.
SHAKESPEARE
(Continued from page 4)
suggests that his client’s worth is best shown 
in previous accounts (“His beauty shall in these 
black lines be seen” (63)) and again (“O let 
my books be then the eloquence” (23)). He 
concludes his report on a highly optimistic note, 
“Finding thy worth a limit past my praise”
So far so good. Then the troubles begin. 
There is difficulty in the following year when 
Shakespeare tries to check the inventories— 
“Though in thy store’s account I one must be” 
(136). The client tries to postpone the audit, 
and the Bard is forced to warn—“Her audit, 
though delay’d, answer’d must be” (126). The 
storm-warning signals have been raised. When 
the accounts are produced, it is obvious that 
the future profits forecast has been wildly over­
stated (“That poor retention could not so much 
hold” (122)). “Retention” here, of course, is 
used in the sense of retained profits. Not only 
that, but the concern is obviously overcapi­
talised (“Profitless usurer, why dost thou use/ 
So great a sum of sums yet canst not live?” 
(4)). He is also reproachful of his client’s 
amortisation “policy, that heretic/Which works 
on leases on short-number’d hours” (124). 
Nastier still, he is forced to conclude that in the 
past profits had been bolstered by income 
which did not relate to the company’s activities 
at all (“Robb’d others’ beds’ revenues of their 
rents” (142)).
As a last resort Shakespeare proposes a re­
construction scheme in which “All losses are 
restor’d, and sorrows end” (30). This is to no 
avail, and he reluctantly decides to withdraw 
his services, refusing even to deal with his 
client’s Section 341 claim in terms of “And do 
not drop in for an after-loss” (90). The tone in 
the correspondence now becomes bitterly re­
proachful—“For I have sworn thee fair,........../ 
Who art black as hell, as dark as night” (147) 
and again “For thy records, and what we see, 
doth lie” (123).
Obviously, after the errors in the report had 
been found, Shakespeare would have to be 
called to account (a word, incidentally, which 
appears fifteen times in the Sonnets). While 
evidence is lacking, we must assume that he 
was called before the Disciplinary Committee. 
He is quick to admit his mistakes—“Book both 
my wilfulness and errors down” (117). Expul­
sion inevitably follows, and all that remains is 
for him to tidy up the remains of his profes­
sional life. His practice is passed over to a 
young assistant—“This fair child of mine/Shall 
sum my count, and make my old excuse” (2). 
In his despair, he wonders whether his failure 
with one client might not apply to all others, 
and muses “What acceptable audit canst thou 
leave?” (4). After his professional ruin, what 
became of him? I admit my uncertainty, but 
the following lines seem significant: “Whilst 
I, my sovereign, watch the clock for you” (57). 
I deduce from these that Shakespeare entered 
industry as a cost clerk, with particular respon­
sibility for the analysis of labour variances.
It would be unfair to think of Shakespeare
(Continued on page 12)
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calculated to more “fairly” reflect the financial 
position and results of operations of a business 
enterprise; witness the Accounting Research 
Bulletins, the Opinions of the Accounting Prin­
ciples Board, and the Special Bulletin of Octo­
ber, 1964.6 No longer is depreciation dependent 
upon income and whim of management; no 
longer can significant gains and losses be hid­
den within retained earnings; no longer is 
computation of earnings per share subject to 
individual techniques.
Certainly there are many areas remaining 
to which the profession must speak, but prog­
ress has been made in dealing with specific 
technical problems. The solutions found in the 
past and those to be found in the future must 
be evaluated in terms of their social impact.
It is also essential that the totality of ac­
counting be assessed in light of its place in 
society. It is the area of evaluation as to fairness 
to society that accountants are most prone to 
overlook in their preoccupation with the search 
for an immediate way to handle a particular 
situation.
New Dimension
Mr. Leonard M. Savoie added another di­
mension in a recent issue of The CPA when he 
wrote:
The accounting profession faces a fascinat­
ing opportunity to serve the public by develop­
ing new and different technique for measur­
ing the output of social programs. There is al­
ready a need for this kind of measurement, 
which might be termed “social accounting,” 
and the need is bound to grow in the future, 
as vast sums of money will be dedicated to 
programs for social improvement.7
Accountants are involved in work which is 
recognized by those outside the profession as 
(1) having social responsibilities and (2) being 
a social science. The professional publications 
have not ignored the social aspects of account­
ing, yet the amount of real concern has perhaps 
not been as great as is justified by the impor­
tance of the subject.
Maurice H. Stans,8 in a 1948 article, concluded 
that accounting must keep pace with the rapid 
social changes and that “self-initiated prompt 
action is the best insurance of an unregulated 
future for accounting and reporting practices.”9 
These words from the past echo loudly when 
reading the statement made by former SEC 
Chairman Manuel F. Cohen, quoted in the 
Journal of Accountancy:
I must say the American Institute of Cer­
tified Public Accountants is moving and mov­
ing very expeditiously in this area of com­
parability of financial statements. . . . (But) 
if they don’t move as rapidly as we like or if 
they come up with the wrong answers, we can 
write our own rules and our rules control.10
All of this indicates that accounting is a 
social science and the members of the account­
ing profession must recognize their responsibili­
ties to society.
In Summary
Paying lip service is not sufficient. Society 
demands action, not words. Reporting practices 
must be evaluated in light of the demands of 
society without losing sight of the accountants’ 
obligations to interpret their findings as objec­
tively as possible. Accountants must act in ac­
cordance with their status as social scientists. 
And, as members of society, accountants will 
also benefit.
6Special Bulletin, “Disclosure of Departures from Opin­
ions of Accounting Principles Board,” issued by the Council 
of the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants, 
October, 1964.
7“Social Accounting—An Opportunity for Service,” The 
CPA, November 1967, p. 3.
8“How New Standards of Financial Reporting Grow from 
Social Responsibility of Accountants,” Journal of Account­
ancy, August 1948, pp. 98-106.
9Stans, p. 106.
10In “Late Developments,” Journal of Accountancy, 
November 1967, p. 3.
SHAKESPEARE
(Continued from page 10)
as a failure as an accountant. Certainly, the 
time which he spent writing his plays distracted 
him from his real work. Too late he realised 
this, saying to his client, whose faulty report 
he put his name to, “And therefore have I 
slept in your report” (83). It would have been 
reasonable if he had contented himself with 
writing a handful of plays, but writing thirty­
seven meant that he must have neglected his 
practice shamefully.
SAYS THE SAGE:
A closed mouth gathers no feet. 
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